Psychotropic medication in children and adolescents in Germany: prevalence, indications, and psychopathological patterns.
The aim of this study was to identify the "real-life" prevalence of psychotropic medications in children and adolescents in Germany and related behavioral and emotional problems. Data from the nationwide representative National German Health Interview and Examination Survey for Children and Adolescents (KiGGS) were analyzed. A total of 17,450 subjects aged 0-17 years from 167 communities were examined as part of the KiGGS in Germany between 2003 and 2006 to determine their use of antidepressants, antipsychotics, anxiolytics, and sedatives within the 7 days prior to being interviewed. Medication use was assessed by a medical doctor who conducted a computer-assisted personal interview (CAPI) with the parents, and related emotional and behavioral problems were assessed using the Strength and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ). The overall prevalence for these medications was moderate (4.81/1000; 95% confidence interval [CI], 3.70-6.26), but prevalence varied across the different classes of drugs (sedatives > antipsychotics > antidepressants > anxiolytics). Rates of off-label use were high for antipsychotics and antidepressants. About 30% of the medication, especially sedatives, was used without prescription. Subjects using psychotropic medication obtained higher scores in the screening for emotional or behavioral problems than the total sample, but 40% of the children did not show abnormal scores. The indication for antipsychotics was mostly behavioral symptomatology, while antidepressants were used for a wide variety of symptoms. The high proportion of children and adolescents using psychotropic medication with normal scores in the emotional and behavioral screening was remarkable. It cannot be determined whether in these cases low scores were related to improvement in symptoms or whether medication was being misused.